CHAPTER VII
THE NUCLEUS
About this time Rutherford was receiving many letters concerning
the thorium family from Hahn, who, with Fraulein Lise Meitner, was
employing the recoil method most successfully. When an alpha particle
leaves an atom with a high velocity, the residue gets an equal kick or
momentum backwards, as when a gun fires a shell horizontally. The
speed of the recoil is less than that of the projectile, and the ratio of
these speeds is the ratio of the masses, of course inversely. The recoil
atom, as it may be called, is generally freed from its moorings and may
be collected on a negatively charged body such as a metal wire.
On I Feb. 1909, Hahn sent some radiothorium to Rutherford
from Berlin- It did not arrive and there was unavoidable delay in
preparing more. In his letter of regret Hahn wrote; *' Ramsay got several
cubic centimetres of carbon dioxide in one year from 300 grammes of
ordinary thorium nitrate. Rather a rapid transformation of thorium
into carbon!'*
One of the chief scientific events of the year 1909 was the Meeting
of the British Association at Winnipeg, under the Presidency of Sir J. J.
Thomson. Rutherford was President of Section A (Mathematics and
Physics), There was a good gathering from far and wide: Larmor,
Hobson, Hahn, H. E. Armstrong, Bumstead, Nicholls, Hull, and others.
Winnipeg is at the very centre of the North American continent, but
the centre of population is far south of it. It is a city of the plains with
cold winters and hot summers, but all the year round its people are kind,
warm-hearted and hospitable-
Some letters, preserved by Hahn, throw light on the preparations
for the Winnipeg Meeting,
RUTHERFORD TO HAHN
13 Feb. 1909. I received your last paper and am interested to see how
far you have gone. There was no necessity to give such preeminence to